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Introduction
In her portrait Busi Sigasa (1982-2007) is alone in an unidentified place. She is
shown close to the picture plane in a three quarter profile that is cropped mid chest
(Figure 1). Sigasa is dressed in a dark hat and sweater with a light jacket on over it; the
bulk of the layered clothing and the folds of the fabric hanging down conceal almost all
of her physical features so that the only emphasis is on her face looking out. She gazes
pensively to the right in the opposite direction from the structure depicted on the left side
of the photograph to just out beyond the scope of the photograph at something the viewer
cannot see. The close cropping and blurred landscape do not provide any space for the
viewer to enter into and interact with Sigasa, rendering her secluded within the space of
the photograph. While the obscured background can be isolating for Sigasa, it also
distances her from the physical space of South Africa. The little shack and hazy
scrubland behind her do not betray any potent national symbols that connect her directly
to South Africa or to any place that could be dangerous for her to inhabit. She is able to
exist in this nebulous space of the photograph free from the stigmas and threats
associated with her life and her identity as a black lesbian in South Africa, but she seems
to have to exist there alone.
Busi Sigasa was a blogger, poet, aspiring photojournalist, and artist who went
public with her experience of being a lesbian in South Africa in the hopes that others
would feel free to do the same. Sigasa also shared her story of HIV related health
complications that resulted from a brutal sexual assault by a friend in order to “cure” her
lesbian identity, an event termed “corrective” or “curative” rape that, along with other
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targeted homophobic violence, occurs with alarming regularity in South Africa. Her
portrait was taken in 2006 by close friend and colleague Zanele Muholi (South African, b.
1972) a year before Sigasa passed away, and was the first in Muholi’s Faces and Phases
series.1 But Sigasa’s portrait does not reveal any of this biographical information, the
viewer has to read Muholi’s writings or briefly search google for incidents of
homophobic hate crimes in South Africa to understand the context. Without this, a
viewer could look at Sigasa’s traditionally masculine clothing and make assumptions
about her sexual or gender identity, but no reading of the portrait can be substantiated
simply by viewing it. It is this tension between information that is assumed and what is
actually provided that Muholi plays upon in their larger series, Faces and Phases, of
which Sigasa’s portrait is a part. This paper will explore how Muholi inserts their
critique on South Africa’s homophobic and racially divided culture into the viewing
experience of photographic portraiture, exploiting the rift between types of information
and making the disparities in accurate representation and understanding visible.
Sigasa ultimately succumbed to complications from the HIV she contracted from
her assaulter, but became a symbol of black lesbians fighting against South Africa’s
homophobic culture. A huge crowd attended her funeral at Soweto’s largest catholic
church, Regina Mundi, a site that historically has been a locus of resistance and a center
for the community. The location of the funeral at Regina Mundi —a cathedral which got

Zanele Muholi (they/them/their) is a South African visual activist and artist who was born in Umlazi, South Africa
in 1972. They first trained in photography at the Market Photo Workshop in Johannesburg from 2001-2003 before
going on to participate in multiple international residencies. Their work is represented in the collections of many
esteemed institutions around the world. They are currently represented by Stevenson Gallery in Johannesburg. A
more complete biography and CV can be found on the artist’s page of the gallery’s website at, http://
www.stevenson.info/artist/zanele-muholi.
1

!2

the name “the people’s church” by sheltering activists during anti-apartheid struggles—
signals the shift toward the inclusion of the plight of South Africa’s black queer
community into the larger historic narrative of the nation’s activism and the broader
struggle against oppression.2
After Sigasa’s portrait, Muholi began an on-going project, Faces and Phases, to
photograph and archive the black lesbian and trans men around them who continued to be
systematically excluded from national attention even after the fall of apartheid in the
1990s. Sigasa is pictured alone, but, as one portrait in a series of over two hundred, soon
became emblematic of Muholi’s larger project of communal representation. Muholi’s
work —consisting mainly of photography, video art, and installation— sheds light on
South Africa’s stigmatized and threatened LGBTI community. The people they
photograph represent the full diversity of the community: they are butch, femme, soccer
players, hair stylists, engineers, artists, and activists from all different walks of life.
Through this extensive portraiture series of members of the LGBTI community Muholi
hopes to both make a visual statement as well as to catalog and “archive” the members in
order to “[mark and map] the often invisible community.”3 The series, shot between
2006 and 2014, is made up of exclusively black and white individual portraits of black
lesbians and trans men.4 As a former journalist for African LGBTI publications and as a
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“About Us,” Regina Mundi Roman Catholic Church, last modified 2012, http://reginamundichurch.co.za. Notable
for a discussion on archival practices, Regina Mundi was also the site in which Archbishop Emeritus Desmund Tutu
presided over the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings from 1995-1998.
3

Zanele Muholi, Faces and Phases (Munich: Prestel, 2010).

The series is on-going and Muholi considers it to be a lifelong project. However, in this paper I will focus on
works done before 2015, specifically focusing on those portraits published in the 2010 and 2014 print editions of
Faces and Phases published by Prestel and Steidl respectively.
4
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black lesbian themself, Muholi has spent their career focusing on the specific issues that
the South African LGBTI community faces, including the media attention on and
consequent frenzy surrounding HIV, endemic “corrective rape” like the one Sigasa
suffered, and the physical and emotional abuse that often befalls members of the queer
community. While the themes and subjects of Muholi’s work are often violent or full of
hurt, their portrayal of the community seeks to celebrate it and foster growth by virtue of
positive self representation that avoids the conflation of the identities of the women and
the trauma they suffer. By recording the subject’s story through both visual means as
well as frequently through short written statements, corresponding quotations, or news
clippings, Muholi begins to document South Africa’s turbulent and often violent
relationship with homosexuality with more nuance than the mainstream portrayal.
Muholi depicts each member of the community in a uniformly sized black and
white portrait. While Sigasa was photographed in a horizontal landscape, Faces and
Phases soon shifted towards more traditional portraiture traditions, depicting the solitary
figures against solid or simply patterned backdrops with natural lighting. This tradition
of portraiture is laden with regulatory and discriminatory connotations that are
compounded when the lens is turned onto bodies of color. This vertical, three quarter
profile format is reminiscent of the state sponsored colonial and ethnographic
photography and associated archival projects that have historically been used in South
Africa to control and regulate bodies deemed deviant by the colonial and apartheid state.
State identification papers in the form of passbooks used by the apartheid state to regulate
movement as well as earlier ethnographic postcards and encyclopedias all used this
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format to establish a visual record and to justify racial hierarchies. Muholi’s Faces and
Phases portraits are typically hung in a regimented grid on the wall of the museum or
gallery space, tightly packed in rows that often extend higher than the viewer’s direct line
of sight. The mass of photographs that results from this display strategy is further
reminiscent of archival practices that put forth a slew of information without
accompanying information to comprehensively decode the artifacts.
Although Muholi’s work has begun to amass a global following among
institutions and collectors, they considers themself first and foremost to be a visual
activist, not an artist.5 Faces and Phases centers on the issue of visibility and self
representation as a strategy to counter the isolating homophobia that is rampant in South
African culture (as well as globally). At their recent Performa 17 event at the Bronx
Academy of Art and Dance (BAAD), “Masihambisane- On Visual Activism,” Muholi
spoke extensively in conversation with writer and activist Staceyann Chin on the topic of
solitude. Throughout the event Muholi repeated the sentiment and statement of “being
haunted by solitude.” Again and again they went so far as to claim they were haunted by
solitude, and that they didn’t want to, “feel alone, be alone, create alone.” Here it is
important to note their definition of solitude as not only being alone in a physical space,
but also not being able to share experiences or what they referred to as “the voices.”
When someone comes to them and shares their problems they are no longer alone, the
sharing quells the solitude. This emphasis on communion seems to be antithetical to a lot
In a review of Muholi’s work published online on Art Review, Brian Dillon writes, “The distinction between artist
and visual activist, which may seem moot, seems for Muholi to come down to the way she thinks about her
participants as part of a collective, of which she is archivist and witness.” This notion of activism and art existing
within a communal framework is central to the subversive power of Muholi’s work. https://artreview.com/features/
ar_summer_2017_feature_zanele_muholi/.
5
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of their work, specifically Faces and Phases, which depicts individual members of the
community as solitary figures in obscured or abstracted environments, as is the case in
Sigasa’s portrait. This paper will investigate the tension between solitary portraits and
the communal representation that Muholi hopes to achieve through the series.
At the event at BAAD Muholi shared stories, read poetry, danced, performed, and
discussed their photographs with their crew from South Africa (Figure 2). Before
beginning their section of the event, Muholi spent a significant amount of time on stage
doing introductions and expressions of gratitude for everyone on their team, both U.S.
and South African based, often inviting the participants up onto the stage with them or
asking the team member to stand up in the crowd to receive recognition. Notably,
Muholi addressed everyone in the language that was representative of them and their
relationship to the artist, so that roughly half of the introductions were done in English
and half in isiZulu. This extended process reiterated that the women were not simply the
subjects of their portraits, but active participants in the series who contributed to its
presence either strictly photographically, by the inclusion of a written narrative, or by
virtue of providing the artist with emotional or physical support. The dual representation
of the women both within the series as the subject of the photographs, as well as active
members of Muholi’s performance and travel team gestures to their mutual role in the
production of the series as a community project. The positioning of the women as
participants in their portraits rather than subjects of them will be investigated in this paper
as a subversive framework Muholi uses to counter the objectification inherent in the
genre.
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The intimacy of Muholi’s relationships to their participants, which was evident in
their interactions at the BAAD event, showcases the artist’s use of an interrogation of the
traditional relationship between the artist and subject as a subversive framework. Their
prioritization of relationships and intimacy in their work as a way to counter the risk of
isolation inherent in the genre of portraiture is a strategy that is well established in the
scholarship. However, its various manifestations have often been reduced to the intimacy
evident in the relationships between Muholi and the participants. This intimacy actually
takes various forms beyond the very choice of participants who the artist has often known
for quite some time; the inclusion of first person narrative in the book iteration of Faces
and Phases, the rendering of solitary figures in the portraits, and the display practices
associated with the series are all manifestations of intimacy. This essay will discuss the
effect of these visual and written manifestations of intimacy in Faces and Phases on
Muholi’s work as an archival project in both its contents and its public display and
distribution, expanding upon current scholarship on the topic. 6
This essay will use “LGBTI community”— meaning lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and intersex— to refer to the group of individuals that Muholi photographs.
In an effort to further Muholi’s goals of self representation, I have tried whenever
possible to mirror the language used by the artist and their participants so as not to further
any trauma that is associated with stigmatized language. Questions of terminology and
how the community is discussed are central to Muholi’s project of representation, and the

6 Articles

such as Kylie Thomas’s “Zanele Muholi’s intimate archive: Photography and post-apartheid lesbian lives”
is just one example of the way intimacy has been highlighted in Muholi’s work, often eclipsing other strategies used
by the artist.
!7

artist has frequently discussed their own wariness about the words they chose to use.
Although the terms that make up the LGBTI acronym are used consistently by South
Africans to self identify, Muholi is conscious of their western origin, calling upon
viewers and community members alike to think about why western terms are used in
certain circles over, for example, the Zulu terminology that exists as well. The artist is
wary of using “adopted languages in order for people to understand who we are” as it
risks furthering the “perception of [the LGBTI community] being un-African.” 7 But just
as Muholi’s critique of colonial attitudes is embedded into a critique of the archival
methodology of institutions, Muholi further stages a critique of western perceptions of
queer identities through the use of western language that has become institutionalized
through its academic and elite connotations. The artist coopts the structure and language
of those in power in order to make visible the flaws and limitations of their
representation.
Aside from debates on the western implications of the terminology, I also want to
uphold Muholi’s focus on self identification as a strategy of empowerment. This means
pulling terminology from the women’s own narratives and thus allowing them to dictate
the terms of their representation. For those reasons, the familiar “Q” for queer is left out
from LGBTI acronym, as that is the way Muholi uses the term in the Faces and Phases
Gabeba Baderoon, “‘Gender within Gender’: Zanele Muholi’s Images of Trans Being and Becoming,” Feminist
Studies Vol. 37, No. 2 (Summer, 2011), 392-393. Baderoon’s article provides an interesting context and perspective
on the Muholi’s use of specific terminology through the brief analysis of Zulu terms used to describe the community.
Baderoon quotes Muholi as saying, “queer language is so foreign here. The West is speaking its own language. Are
we using our own language? What is queer in Zulu?” Muholi questions the use of foreign or “adopted language”
that is rooted in western perceptions of the LGBTI community and their experience. Baderoon then goes on to
include various Zulu terms, both derogatory and not, that are used to describe the LGBTI community. For example
she includes stabane, which is a Zulu term for an intersex person that is also used derogatorily toward gays and
lesbians, as well as moffie, a word derived from Afrikaans that is used to describe effeminate men and that has both
positive and negative connotations.
7
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text. This omission speaks to the ways in which queer is a framework and a strategy for
the artist rather than an identity that can be statically portrayed through a photograph.
Beyond simply mirroring Muholi’s speech, the choice not to use queer as an identity
allows for us as viewers to view all of the portraits as individual queerings of the
dominant view regardless of the specific sexuality the participants identify with. Each
portrait in the series represents a small facet of the acronym, and thus they all represent a
queering of the dominant South African narrative that is rooted in heterosexuality. To
rely on queer as an umbrella term risks being reductive of the range of identities
portrayed in the series. Whereas viewing each unique iteration of a specific sexuality as a
queering of the “normative” heterosexual position retains the power of self identification
while still resisting categorical codification.
The portraits in Faces and Phases are set up against the dominant narratives that
dictate the representation of the LGBTI community in South Africa through the structure
of the archive, so that the portraits act as a queering of the archival methods that were
established under colonial and apartheid regimes. When working with a medium and
genre such as photographic portraiture which is so laden with discriminatory colonial and
ethnographic histories, Muholi attempts to subvert its power through a queering of its
practices. The risks of objectification and classification associated with photography
become all the more exclusionary when formatted in an archival setting, where an
institutionalized body determines and regulates what is considered normative and that
which is to be considered deviant and consequently othered. I will investigate how a shift
in Muholi’s work toward diverse representation, communal intimacy, and a focus on self
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identification, as well as a rethinking of the traditional display practices that are
associated with archival information can be understood as representing a queering of
these dominant practices.
Chapter 1 will attempt to situate Muholi’s work in the context of the LGBTI life
in South Africa. In order to do this, a brief summary of the South African sociopolitical
context will be given in addition to looking at the various ways that the community is
portrayed in the media. A baseline for the current portrayal of the LGBTI community in
South Africa is taken from the Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action organization’s 2006
study entitled, “Out in the Media.” Using the comprehensive results of this study as
representative of the normative views of the queer community, I will investigate how
Muholi presents a counter point and provides alternative media. I will also examine how
Muholi’s work fits into a larger body of work being made by lesbian artists within South
Africa, such as Jean Brundrit, who are also responding to the biased mainstream media in
their work. This chapter will also incorporate an analysis of visibility politics in social
activism. I will examine the ways in which the LGBTI community, and specifically
black lesbians, are visible within both the mainstream media and within Muholi’s work,
as well as the ramifications of this visibility.
Muholi’s work engages with a history of colonial photography and archival
projects that function through systems of categorization and isolation of those deemed
“other.” In its function as an archive, I will examine Faces and Phases in relation to the
colonial and apartheid regimes that shaped contemporary attitudes towards race, gender,
and sexual orientation in South Africa. Chapter 2 will thus provide an overview of the
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colonial context into which photography and archival projects in Africa are inevitably
tangled. By investigating specific case studies such as A.M. Duggan-Cronin’s The Bantu
Tribes of South Africa and Santu Mofokeng’s The Black Photo Album / Look at Me
1890-1950, various strategies of representation will be considered within this specific
colonial and ethnographic context. Muholi’s work will be examined as a response to
these traditions that utilizes and subverts the visual tropes. I will address questions of
posing, costuming, and labeling in Muholi’s work as responses to prototypical
ethnographic photography such as Duggan-Cronin’s that operate in distinct ways from
other contemporary reimaginings such as Mofokeng’s.
Finally, Chapter 3 will utilize queer theory to examine the effect of Muholi’s
display practices on the reception of the series as an archive. José Muñoz’s theories are
fundamental to my reading of Muholi’s work as a practice of queering the dominant
visual record and the creation of an alternative history and future for the community.8
The chapter will analyze the curatorial and display strategies of the grid that is unique to
the Faces and Phases series among Muholi’s work in order to examine the subversive
role that the format plays in understandings of archival memories. I will build upon
archival strategies established in Chapter 2 to express the ways in which the physical
layout of Muholi’s work is as important as its content in creating its overall subversive
power through its constantly shifting nature.

José Muñoz, “Just Like Heaven: Queer Utopian Art and the Aesthetic Dimension,” in Cruising Utopia: The Then
and There of Queer Futurity, 131-146 (New York: NYU Press, 2009). In addition to Muñoz, Antje Schuhmann’s
“How to be political? Art activism, queer practices and temporary autonomous zones,” Gabebe Baderoon’s “‘Gender
within Gender’: Zanele Muholi’s Images of Trans Being and Becoming,” as well as Álvaro Luís Lima’s, “Screw the
Nation!: Queer Nationalism and Representations of Power in Contemporary South African Art” were influential
articles in my thinking of Muholi’s work as a queer practice.
8
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Chapter 1: Visualizing Queer Identities in South Africa
South African Arts and Culture Minister Lulu Zingwana refused to speak at the 2010
opening of the Innovative Women exhibition of black women artists at the Constitution Hill
heritage site because she found Zanele Muholi’s photographs displaying lesbian intimacy to be
“immoral” and “against nation-building.”9 Zingwana was offended by Muholi’s photographs
depicting nude black women in moments of intimacy, deeming them to be pornographic. Muholi
fought back, arguing that in a country where rape and abuse of black lesbian women is
commonplace and sensationalized in the media, “there is nothing pornographic” and “there is
nothing we can hide.”10 Instead of the white washed and heteronormative depictions of bodies in
moments of intimacy, Muholi strove to create images that showed the lesbian body as one
worthy of desire, aware of the use of intentional and respectful erotica to push against
preconceived notions of what erotic means.
The minister’s categorization of the art as being pornographic and her subsequent
decision to walk out of the exhibition represents the disconnect between the country’s
progressive constitution and the day to day sociopolitical reality of the LGBTI community,
specifically of more marginalized groups within it such as lesbians of color.11 This rift is the
aftermath of the long standing state control of LGBTI identities that is rooted in the colonial and

9

David Smith, “South African minister describes lesbian photos as immoral,” The Guardian, March 2, 2012, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2010/mar/02/south-african-minister-lesbian-exhibition.
10

Smith, “Photos as immoral.”

Gail Smith, “Making the Invisible Visible,” in Zanele Muholi: African Woman Artists, ed. Alberto Anaut (Madrid:
Casa África y La Fábrica, 2011), 69. Xingwana later released a statement saying: “To my mind, these were not
works of arts but crude misrepresentations of women (both black and white) masquerading as artworks rather than
engaged in questioning or interrogating — which I believe is what art is about. Those particular works of art
stereotyped black women.” This loaded statement speaks to both the attempt on the part of the government to
neutralize the role of race in discussions about gender and sexuality, as well as to the larger creation of stereotypes
that will be discussed throughout this chapter.
11

!12

apartheid frameworks where same sex interactions were pathologized and criminalized by the
government.12 Legislation such as the Immorality Act of 1957 sought to control the population
by deeming certain types of sexual interactions as deviant, namely those between races and same
sex relationships.13 In 1996 with the enactment of the post-apartheid constitution, South Africa
became the first country in the world to constitutionally outlaw discrimination based on sexual
orientation. A decade later the Civil Union Act of 2006 made South Africa the first African
country and fifth country in the world to legalize same sex marriage. However, a rift remains
between this legal protection and the lived reality of the country’s LGBTI community. Although
same sex marriage is legal and discrimination is outlawed, there is no clause in the constitution
regarding hate crimes, making it difficult to enforce any of these laws, no matter how
progressive. Thus the fear of “corrective rape,” physical and emotional abuse, and the systematic
erasure at the hands of authorities and institutions continues to leave the community threatened
and often invisible.
Furthermore, while recognized in the constitution, LGBTI topics are often left out of
national narratives and dismissed as “un-African.” Although South Africa has a national archive,
its history of colonization and apartheid has left its archival projects especially biased in both
their content and curation, meaning that the LGBTI community is not represented in
Constitution Hill as the site of the exhibition adds a particular depth to Zingwana’s comments as it has been
converted into a “living museum that tells the story of South Africa’s journey to democracy.” The site used to house
a military fort and a prison (where Nelson Mandela, among others, was imprisoned), and has now been converted
into a museum and the country’s Constitutional Court. For more about the site see, https://
www.constitutionhill.org.za/pages/about-constitution-hill.
12

O’Malley, Padraig, “1957. Immorality Act No 23,” Nelson Mandela Centre of Memory, accessed March, 26, 2018,
https://omalley.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/index.php/site/q/03lv01538/04lv01828/05lv01829/06lv01884.htm.
O’Malley quotes, “It ‘makes it an offense for a white person to have intercourse with a black person. It is also an
offense to entice, solicit, or importune another to commit any of these acts or to attempt to do so or to conspire with
another to commit such acts. The maximum penalty for this offense is seven years' imprisonment’ (Dugard 1978:
69f).” Not only is the act of sexual contact regulated, but the inclusion of enticement or solicitation as offenses
makes the legislation more nebulous and corruptible in its apprehension of certain groups over others.
13
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institutionalized state memory. In recent years, specific archives devoted to marginalized
communities have been founded —notable here is the Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action
(GALA)— but the task of piecing together the history and presence of groups who have been left
out of institutional memory is difficult.

The LGBTI Community as Represented in the Media
Muholi’s conception of Faces and Phases as an archival project critiques the startling
lack of institutionalized state memory regarding the topic, and asserts the very presence of black
lesbians and trans men within the history of the South Africa. To date, the archival memory of
the LGBTI community has mostly been relegated to criminal justice records, psychiatric
institutions, and church records. Because of this lack of institutional memory, the queer
community is not seen as something that has been or is a part of society as represented in and
propagated by the mainstream media. By pulling their participants from a variety of walks of
life and locations, Muholi extends the project beyond these limiting institutions to provide a
more comprehensive look at the community that is has been excluded from national attention.
Because of its relegation to fringe repositories of memory, the representation and
reportage of LGBTI related issues in the mainstream media has been limited both in scope and in
the manner in which it has been reported. The visual representation of the LBGTI community or
lack thereof cannot be separated from the historically racially segregated society in which it is
taking place. The legacy of apartheid segregation has affected both the physical spaces in which
queer culture has flourished, who has access to it, and the more subtle politics of which bodies
within the community are acceptable to be seen and consumed. With the frequency of hate
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crimes targeted at black lesbians it would be inaccurate and naive to say that they are invisible in
South African culture even if they are not readily available in media. Instead, one can argue that
they are highly visible in select manifestations. The majority of the coverage focuses solely on
controversial issues, sensationalizing or vilifying queerness rather than covering the daily life or
celebratory moments of the community. The community is reduced to crime statistics and health
crises.
While this overall lack of representation of the LGBTI community exists globally, there
is a distinct western focus in what is reported on in South Africa. The Gay and Lesbian Memory
in Action (whose acronym remains GALA) sponsored study entitled “Out in the Media?” found
that only about a quarter of the news clippings reviewed that covered queer topics originated
from South Africa, and only about 4% from the continent of Africa, meaning that the unique
experience of the South African (and broader African) LGBTI community was overshadowed by
international, predominantly western, experiences. 14 When the stories did center on the South
African community, there was often a spotlight on white gay men who have been deemed more
acceptable or consumable, over more marginalized groups, such as black lesbians. Moreover,
colorful images of drag queens at events like Joburg Pride were featured on front pages, visually
dominating the narrative of queerness in the country as flamboyant and party-crazed (Figure 3).15
Brett Davison, program manager at the South African democracy institute (IDASA) noted that
the coverage focuses on “gay men prancing around in feathers and Speedos, for the paparazzi
“Out in the Media? Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices of the Media towards Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender and Intersex Issues and Stories,” Study performed by Community Media for Development/CMFD
Productions for the Gay and Lesbian Archives of South Africa in November 2006, 8
14

Muholi has directly addressed this party culture by refusing to photograph any participants drinking or smoking so
as to not further stereotypes. Muholi is also conscious of the effects of drugs and alcohol on consent, so every
participant must be sober at the time of the photoshoot.
15

!15

feel. If gay pride was people in suits, they wouldn’t bother.”16 In other words, the coverage
capitalizes on the fun and sexy side of the community to attract readers and viewers at the
expense of other stories: only certain narratives attract media attention. 17

Lesbian Artists: The Work of Jean Brundrit and Representations of the Mundane
Within the world of fine arts, artist Jean Brundrit began focusing on lesbian and feminist
issues in her photography in the 1990s as a response to this long standing issue of disparities in
representation. Brundrit’s early work focused on white lesbians and was shot predominantly in
Cape Town. Her 2001-2004 series entitled Reclaiming Cape Town looks at the ways in which
whiteness shaped the contemporary landscape of queer identity in South Africa, specifically in
Cape Town. 18 In Reclaiming Cape Town Brundrit shows the city’s water front three times,
superimposing either the outline of an intertwined lesbian couple, the word “dyke,” and a seal
that reads “Official Queer Space” over the iconic landscape, an area that has traditionally been
associated with a wealthy and white population (Figure 4). The outline of the figures is most
visible in the sky, where the background is white. Because of this placement, the bodies read as
white. Even the body parts that overlap the darker mountain do not register as being a darker
skin tone, instead perhaps representing blankets covering their bodies. Because of her race,
Brundrit is able to inhabit these spaces and play with the ways in which her identities as a white
16
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lesbian woman intersect. Aside from Reclaiming Cape Town, many of Brundrit’s photographs
occupy the “comfort zone” of the private sphere that Muholi’s photographs are not allowed
because of the bodies each artists represents.19 While Brundrit’s work does take a critical look at
the role of whiteness and her own racial and economic privilege in South African queer culture,
Zanele Muholi’s work will always have to take on a different approach and meaning because of
the intersection of her racial and sexual identity as a black lesbian. While Brundrit is able to
infiltrate white spaces such as the Cape Town waterfront to pose her critique on sexuality, a
history of racialized exclusion has left Muholi with no easily defined space in which to establish
their opposition.
Brundrit’s earlier series, Does my lifestyle depress your mother?, from 1998 looks at the
everyday life of lesbians (Figure 5). Photographs of women brushing their teeth, drinking coffee,
and watching television normalize the experience of lesbians and, “give the viewer access to that
which is usually socially invisible, and shows the anecdotal and emotional immediacy of
everyday life.”20 The stark white background of Brundrit’s photograph highlights the moment of
joyous intimacy between two women as they drink their coffee together. Although the viewer
assumes that one woman kisses the other, the presence of the woman’s lips on the other’s cheek
is shielded from view by the angle of the receiver’s head. A white coffee cup held in front of
both their faces also draws the eye away from the act that is taking place behind it, dominating
the center of the photograph. One could argue that the women are not even kissing, that they are
just sharing secrets, whispering in each other’s ear. Intimacy is thus alluded to, but not the center
Henriette, Günkel, “Through the postcolonial eyes: Images of gender and female sexuality in contemporary South
Africa.” Journal of Lesbian Studies 13, no. 1 (2009): 78.
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of the photograph, nor is it reduced to strictly physical intimacy. While Brundrit does not want
to deny the sexuality of lesbian women, she discusses her focus on the mundane as a strategy to
increase public awareness and visibility of lesbians. Her work thus consciously counters the
hyper sexualized portrayal of the LGBTI community in the media in an effort to broaden the
scope of visibility. Not only does this series challenge the stereotypical sensationalized view of
lesbians in South Africa, but through the performance and documentation of mundane activities
it also critiques the stereotype of documentary photography as a genre as one that responds to
and highlights crises.
The national portrayal of the LGBTI community has traditionally been skewed in a way
that either white washes the issue or capitalizes on sex and parties at the expense of hard hitting
issues that affect the community. Artists like Jean Brundrit have been widening the subject
matter and modes of display, but many artists ultimately play a part in the sensationalizing of
queerness.21 Returning to the GALA study, when participants were asked what areas they
believed deserved or required more coverage, the topics of violence against lesbians, hate crimes,
true life or day-to-day stories, and mental health and HIV care were identified as areas that
needed improvement. Due to inequalities rooted in apartheid legislation, many of these issues
disproportionally affect people of color, specifically women of color. This shows that there is
both a need and an internal desire for more comprehensive representation that takes on a style of
reporting more grounded in realism. While Does my lifestyle depress your mother? avoided the
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sensationalizing nature of portraying queer individuals, the series sole focus on the mundane also
sacrifices the depth of coverage that the community needs.
With Faces and Phases Muholi’s archive begins the project of filling in these media gaps,
allowing for a space and platform to discuss the issues that affect the community’s daily lives
and to center the voices of lesbians of color. Muholi’s portraits, while they focus on black
lesbians and trans men, depict a staggering array of individuals in all their specificity. Butch,
femme, trans, and nonbinary individuals are photographed dressed however they want, showing
off their unique styles and attitudes. Women wear their own outfits; they don suits, jerseys,
ruffled tops, and even appear nude, refusing to fall into the narrow categories of visual
representation that have been previously laid out in the media and by other artists. Xana
Nyilenda’s portrait taken in Newtown, Johannesburg in 2011 shows her looking out directly out
at the viewer, hood pulled up out of a leather jacket with a typically masculine boxy cut. A thin
silver lip ring draws attention to her pursed mouth. While Nyilenda’s portrait makes her appear
tough and masculine, other portraits emphasize the subject’s self described femininity. Teleka
Bowden is photographed in Toronto in 2008 in a white tube top that emphasizes her bust, with a
chunky necklace, thick bracelets, and large hoop earrings that highlight her interest in feminine
accessories. While this focus on masculine versus feminine presentations may seem to uphold
the dichotomy of gender identity that contributes to stereotypes of the community, part of
Muholi’s mission is to allow for the unfiltered presentation of different identities on the part of
the presenters. Faces and Phases seeks to allow space for various performances of gender that
may be contradictory. By including both butch and femme women in the series, neither
performance of gender is prioritized or seen as more authentic.
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The scope of the project and its emphasis on self representation is furthered by the
personal narratives that are strewn throughout the book of Faces and Phases. The narratives
often take on a casual, colloquial tone, and their format as letters or diary entries contribute to
their informal, deeply personal everyday accounts. The narratives shed light on the women’s
experience not only with the difficult situations they face such as rape, domestic violence, and
HIV related complications, but also on their personal victories. This comprehensive approach
counters the media craze on rape and HIV that casts the community in a somber or fatalistic
light. The narratives celebrate their relationships both romantic and familial, their communities,
their jobs, and their goals, expanding the notion of what it means to be South African and queer
and banishing the idea that to be gay is to be “un-African.” While the mainstream media either
projects images such as the two white men in Figure 3 as encompassing the queer experience or
reduces it to the crime statistics that befall the community, Faces and Phases is not beholden to
any particular narrative. Instead, it intertwines each unique experience to show the ways in
which although parties, flamboyancy, and HIV are part of the lives of the community members,
they are not defining feature of the subjects. Like Brundrit’s Does my lifestyle depress your
mother?, Faces and Phases does not reduce the subject’s identity to depictions of sex or
sexuality. Both series depict the everyday or the mundane as a strategy of protest against the
dominant view. However, with the inclusion of written narrative into the series Faces and
Phases is able to instill more complex portrayals of the community into the images.
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The Politics of Representation and Visibility
While the visibility politics of Muholi’s work have been debated by scholars as to the role
of hypervisibility in building social movements, Muholi claims that, “It is important to mark,
map, and preserve our mo(ve)ments through visual histories for reference and posterity so that
future generations will note that we were here.” 22 For the artist, physical presence and the
creation and insertion of physical images into the national cannon is essential. However, many
argue that this mapping has already been done, that lesbians are already hypervisible as the
embodiment of what is undesirable, a fact that is compounded in the cases Muholi focuses on by
anti-black attitudes. Leading scholar on Muholi, Pumla Dineo Gqola, thus argues that “Muholi’s
endeavor is thereby less about making black lesbians visible and more about engaging with those
regimes that have used black lesbian’s hypervisibility as way to violate them.”23 This reading of
Faces and Phases explains the structure of the project as an archive that dialogs and utilizes the
tropes associated with the “regime” of larger national archives, colonial ethnography, and biased
media attention. However, it assumes that being hypervisible equates to visibility. In reality,
hypervisibility results from the intersection of racial and gendered body politics that have
historically marked black female bodies as perverse, rather than a comprehensive understanding
of an individual’s experience.24 While lesbians have been hypervisible as deviant bodies, I
would argue that they have not been visible in South African culture. Put simply, the
hypervisibility of issues pertaining to the queer community does not make the women
22
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themselves visible. The hypervisibility resulting from the regimes Gqola alludes to (colonialism
and racism as two examples) has biased the perception of the LGBTI community so that there is
no understood concept, however hazy, of queerness in South Africa that does not stem from this
state sanctioned othering. The hypervisibilty of lesbians specifically as deviant or undesirable
has left more normalized portrayals of the community overshadowed and largely invisible. The
media frenzy on corrective rape or HIV, as examples of this deviance or othering, does not
equate to a meaningful representation of lesbian visibility. While Brundrit’s photographs in the
1990s and early 2000s provided a normalized view of white lesbians, Muholi’s project
establishes a baseline level of visibility for the LGBTI community of color in the public sphere
that has not yet formally existed.
Looking further at the concept of hypervisibility, while those in power —often urban,
white, heterosexual, cis, able bodied people— generally escape the oppression of hypervisibility
and fall comfortably below the radar, non normative people are often dehumanized by its
autocratic gaze. While privileged groups can capitalize on falling below the radar and use
invisibility to escape the stigma associated with public scrutiny, those in hypervisible positions
cannot control the gaze cast upon them.25 Muholi’s situates their photographs against the
mainstream media’s representation of queer identity as deviant, criminal, or strictly flamboyant:
narratives that are bolstered by the prevalence of HIV and rape in the headlines and the
conflation of those with lesbianism as an identity. Faces and Phases pushes the community
towards visibility, but simultaneously negates the tropes of visual representation and narrative
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that have contributed to the dangerous hypervisibility of the community. In this way, it goes
beyond what Gqola states and attempts to start the quest for visibility anew.
It should also be noted that while the project takes on the task of confronting the regimes
of power, “that have used black lesbian’s hypervisibility as way to violate them,” it is limited in
which audiences it confronts. In order to protect the participants of the series —who are often
closeted within their own broader communities— Muholi’s work is generally not shown in the
rural townships where many of the participants are from and live. At an artist talk at Stevenson
Gallery in Cape Town, Muholi was questioned by a young Zulu speaking male as to why the
artist exhibited their work in a “safe white space” when they wanted to change “black
attitudes.”26 Muholi responded that they would show their work in the black townships, arguably
more deeply affected by homophobic attitudes, if their safety and the safety of their sitters could
be guaranteed. While Muholi went on to say that their audience is “the president,” it is “their
people” in KwaZulu-Natal who create bead work, but do not have access to a queer art space, it
is the Zulu men who do not agree with their views and their identity, their art does not reach all
these audiences.27 Faces and Phases is not exhibited for all of these audiences, so while it does
contest some of the regimes of power —mainly the colonial and bureaucratic institutions of the
state through its function as an archive and its display in cosmopolitan centers— it does not get
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to all of the roots of the danger that the participants faces as a result of their visibility. Although
hate crime rates may be marginally higher in the rural townships than in the larger cities where
Muholi shows their work, the cities are not safe havens for the LGBTI community and hate
crimes still occur with alarming frequency within the larger cosmopolitan centers. This
argument therefore seems incomplete and limiting to the work that Faces and Phases is able to
achieve as a tool of activism. In this way, Gqola is correct in stating that it is not a project about
visibility; otherwise in order to combat the deep seeded misogyny and the patriarchal nature of
society, the portraits would be displayed in the townships and the participants would all be out to
their families, friends, and acquaintances. Instead, Muholi choses to conceive of the project as
an archival one in order to tackle the specific more institutionalized regimes that dictate
normative lesbian visibility in South Africa. 28 The display of the series in metropolitan centers
(at least within South Africa) targets the critique towards bureaucratic regimes of power, rather
than the broader culturally entrenched attitudes that inform the treatment of the LGBTI
community in more rural areas.
More broadly, the power of visibility is often contested within social theory and
specifically by activists. In her book, Out in Africa: LGBT Organizing in Namibia and South
Africa, Ashley Currier pulls from her extensive sociological and ethnographic studies of LGBT
activism in southern Africa to dissect the power dynamics of visibility within these movements.
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She notes that, “social and feminist theorists often associate positions of being seen with
powerlessness and positions of seeing with power.”29 Muholi upends this dichotomy with her
series. While inclusion in the series, or “being seen,” does result in a degree of vulnerability —
often participants have not disclosed their sexual orientation to everyone and thus participation
can involve outing themselves— both the photographer and the subject in Muholi’s series are
members of the black queer community and both play active roles in the creation of the
photograph. The power of insider perspective is noted as a known strategy used by lesbian
photographers such as Jean Brundrit who,
have photographed themselves, their lovers, and their communities, motivated by the
belief that self representations are not only empowering in and of themselves, but, even
more importantly, further the process of political consolidation and mobilization.30
By implicating the participants in the creation of their own portraits, Muholi’s participants
inhabit both positions. Muholi also provides the participants with a degree of autonomy in who
is able to see them. Even though the photographs are published globally and mostly available
online, Muholi secures permission from the participant to include each photograph in a new
publication or installation. This gives authority to the participants in choosing, albeit to a limited
degree, which audiences are privy to their body and experience. In an interview with Remi
Onabanjo, Muholi notes that it is also important that their participants understand what it means
“to be documented in political senses and [to] see where the work goes once [their] photo is
taken, how people can be appreciate.”31 By giving the participants an opportunity to “speak for
29
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themselves,” as Muholi sees their work operating, and to see the resulting ways in which the
public interacts with their portraits, the participants are able to regain some power from being
seen through ownership about the narrative conveyed.
Although Currier could identify this vulnerability of the participants in Faces and Phases
as signaling a position of powerlessness, the participants themselves speak to the authority and
self confidence that comes from their inclusion in the series. In the first narrative in the book,
Amogelang Senokwane from District Six, Cape Town writes, “when my family saw the book
and saw me and other lesbians there, it made them more proud of me and made them understand
that there are other lesbians out there and we are here to stay.”32 The display of a larger
community not only celebrates and establishes their presence to family members or friends who
may be struggling with their loved one’s sexual orientation, but helps other women feel confident
to come out and express themselves. Senokwane goes on to write that friends from her home
town “became free” and “saw how proud I was of being me, and it gave them the courage to
come out and live their lives.” 33 The vulnerability is repurposed as strength and power in
Muholi’s portraits. Being seen translates to a transfer of power and the possibility that other
women can see themselves in the participants.
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Chapter 2: Colonial Photography and Archival Projects
In his seminal article, “The Body and the Archive,” Allan Sekula argues that the advance
of photography in the 19th century and the rising popularity of portraiture as a genre not strictly
for the elite that accompanied it allowed for the regulation of “dangerous” classes and types of
people through the subversion of honorific traditions surrounding portraiture that were
disseminated downward through the existing class structure. 34 In their introduction to the series,
Muholi specifically addresses the honorific tradition of portraiture as influential in their choice of
the genre as the format for the series. Muholi writes that, “portraits serve as memorable records
for lovers, family and friends,” and thus provide a personalized and intimate image to
consolidate for an archive.35 Thus from the outset, while Muholi confirms a similarity in
strategy or form with the regulatory nature of photographic archives, by acknowledging its
alternative role of the method as one steeped in intimacy Muholi is able to navigate the ways in
which the genre has been utilized by the types of classificatory projects that Sekula discusses.
The advance in archival projects that Sekula notes was paralleled by the rise of
physiognomy and other taxonomic disciplines that existed in tandem with colonial agendas
operating at the time. Physical traits were examined visually and categorized in order to support
and justify racial hierarchies that validated imperialism. The goal of racial classification required
the reduction of individuals to their distinctive parts to be objectified and commodified; this
subsequently necessitated the accumulation of images and their organization into archives which
provided, “a vast substitution set, providing for a relation of general equivalence between
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images.”36 With this desire to classify and categorize, the “mug shot” frontal pose of portraits
became the norm for anthropological and ethnographic studies because it allowed for easier type
casting and therefore for photographs that were comparable to each other. 37 The result was the
accumulation of vast archives that allowed for the regulation of social deviance through the
comparison of individuals to each other and to their group. Sekula argues that between 1880 and
1910 archives became the “dominant institutional basis for photographic meaning,” which can be
expanded to state that photographic documentation became the avenue through which identities
of the masses were solidified and propagated.38 This type of comparison and identification based
on photographs was reliant on the assumed objectivity of photography as a medium. Without
brushstrokes or another way to make the hand of the artist visible, photography assumes an
apparent separation between the scene and its creator, the photographer, which allows for the
assumption of objectivity. This separation placed particular value on clarity, narrative coherence,
and clear tonal contrasts as powerful elements of photography.39
While Faces and Phases incorporates both the genre of portraiture, the black and white
tonal contrasts, and often the “mug shot” posing, the series resists any type of comparison or
substitution that Sekula notes as the avenue of the creation of identity. Muholi’s photography
attempts to subtly subvert the tropes of colonial photography and archival practices, dialoging
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with these practices and the ways in which they continue to shape perceptions of race, class, and
gender in South Africa.

The History and Legacy of Colonial Photography and Archives in Southern Africa
The introduction of the daguerreotype to Africa in 1846 via colonial ships marks the
beginning of photographic visual culture on the continent. One of the first photography
exhibitions in Africa was of works by Jules Léger that displayed settler portraits and colonial
scenes. It is therefore not hard to see that the history of photography in southern Africa is deeply
rooted in colonial authorities, specifically German interest in visuality as a strategy in upholding
colonial rule over the region. The first dark room was established in German controlled Namibia
in 1892, and photographic documentation quickly rose as the primary method of keeping records
and justifying colonial authority within the territory. Colonial officials in Namibia later offered
raw materials for accumulation of knowledge and images of Bantu tribes, spreading the culture
of visuality outside of the German territories to South Africa where many Bantu tribal territories
existed. The images that were taken during this time were invested in establishing and upholding
white settler dominance. However, after the 1915 occupation South Africa lacked a visual record
of the territory and its inhabitants which needed to retain international support, so the images
were later repurposed and used as the basis for South African museums’ collections and even for
the national archives.40
One photographer working in South Africa, A.M. Duggan-Cronin, traveled extensively
throughout the region capturing the photographs for his ethnographic study The Bantu Tribes of
Patricia Hayes, Jeremy Silvester, and Wolfram Hartmann, “'Picturing the Past’ in Namibia: The Visual Archive
and its Energies, in Refiguring the Archive, ed. Carolyn Hamilton, et. al., 107
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South Africa, which became the prototypical example of ethnographic colonial photography and
portraiture. Duggan-Cronin, born in Ireland in 1874, came to South Africa in the late 1890s to
work with the DeBeers company diamond mine.41 It was there that he first interacted with the
rural laborers who came to the compound to work. He soon became the first photographer from
South Africa to receive international acclaim for his documentation of what he determined as the
traditional and “tribal” aspects of the miners who came from rural areas to work on the
compound. He traveled extensively throughout the region and took thousands of photographs of
what he described as the “vanishing native,” often photographing them in full tribal regalia and
in front of grass huts or other exoticizing backdrops. His photographs were later exhibited and
published in a encyclopedic eleven volume set entitled, The Bantu Tribes of South Africa, which
juxtaposed the photographs with ethnographic essays often written by white Christian
missionaries. His idealized photographs were both revered for their artistic qualities as well as
what was seen as their scientific accuracy. The pristine image he helped to circulate of the native
territories and reserves that were designated for the African population after the Land Act of
1913 was used to justify apartheid legislature that sought to separate the country by racial lines
and deny the need for state support in the reserves.42 Duggan-Cronin’s photographs have since
come to occupy a contested space in South African visual history; their display in a foundation
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has shifted over the years, changing in ways that reflect the turn in attitudes surrounding visual
representations of indigenous groups.
Turning back to Muholi’s Faces and Phases, the posing of the subjects dialogs in many
ways with the ethnological format that colonial enterprises such as The Bantu Tribes of South
Africa traded in. Looking at Duggan-Cronin’s photographs as a prototypical example, many of
them utilized the “mug shot” format that allowed for easily physical traits to be easily read and
compared. Although by the time Duggan-Cronin was making his studies the scientific practice
of physiognomy had largely fallen out of fashion, the captions of his photographs still utilized
principles of physical anthropology in their descriptions of “aristocratic” vs. “common” faces of
the subjects.43 Images such as Venda young woman from his The Bavenda series show the
subject in this shallow three quarter profile that is cropped right above the waist (Figure 5). The
woman’s expression is blank and she gazes out beyond the scope of the frame, not out at the
viewer. While many of Muholi’s portraits utilize this shallow three quarter profile posing, the
outward gaze of the subjects in Muholi’s portraits is complicated because they often confront the
viewer directly. In publications such as National Geographic, this direct gaze and pose has
typically only been evident in photographs of people “coded as black or bronze” because,
although it can show an assertion of power, it also “frequently suggests availability and
compliance.” 44 The gaze of Muholi’s subjects thus can be interpreted in a multitude of ways: at
once wary of their availability to the viewer, but also as an invitation or challenge to the viewer.
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The direct gaze complicates the question of gaze within Muholi’s portraits, raising questions of
of who is allowed to look.
Continuing with Duggan-Cronin’s Bantu archive, the qualities that one regards as
authentic or significant of tribal identity such as dress and setting are often easily identified as
fabricated by the artist. Duggan-Cronin is known to have supplied the “traditional dress,” as
well as props for the subjects to hold or place around them. He also often manipulated the body
language of the figures, posing and directing them in order to make the photographs “more
authentic.” The same animal furs can be seen in the photographs of various different people, as
he often had to persuade tribal chiefs to don his prop furs instead of the western clothing that the
chiefs actually wore. A subject of one of Duggan-Cronin’s photographs is recorded as saying,
“What is the use of trying to civilize us, if you want to photograph us in our skins which we have
already thrown away.”45 This question complicates the role of archival practice as one purely
interested in the anthropological recording of culture and confirms the sociopolitical
undercurrents of these projects as an imperial project based on civilizing a group considered to
be inferior. The evidence of the introduction of outside material culture into his photographs
undermines the assumption of an authentic African experience that Duggan-Cronin claimed to
provide with his supposedly scholarly studies. The photographs are more so studies of the ways
a colonizer, here an Irish-man, interpreted his surroundings than accurate accounts of the ways in
which the subjects thought of themselves and their communities.
In contrast, rather than having Muholi dress them, the participants in Faces and Phases
wear a whole range of clothing that they choose themselves. Many of the photographs in the
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series, such as Lebo Leptie Phume, Daveyton, Johannesburg, 2013, are self styled with an
understanding on the clothing as a performance of identity (Figure 6). The portrait continues the
shallow three-quarter profile view cropped at the waist that is typical of the series and of many
colonial photographs, but Phume makes it her own by striking a pose. She brings her right hand
up to her chin in a gesture that reads at once as contemplative of the viewer and charming or
cheeky. She looks directly out, with her eyebrows raised as if she is inviting the viewer to
respond to this evaluation. The lighting illuminates her face against the dark background and the
dark fabric of her suit so that her expression becomes the focal point of the portrait. If this gaze
can be seen as “[suggesting] availability and compliance” as it is often read in colonial
photography, then Phume seems to be doing so in a manner full of agency: she seems to be
alerting the viewer she is available and interested in what she sees.
Phume’s outfit and accessorizing asserts her own personality in the photograph. She
rejects notions of typical femininity in her choice of suit which she accessorizes with a crisp
white pocket square, layered bracelets, a large gem earring and an eyebrow piercing, layering
clothing and accessories with both masculine and feminine associations. Her stylized portrait is
fitting for someone who “embraces” herself through fashion, as she writes about in a blog post
on Ikanyiso.46 Phume’s blog entries on the platform respond to and record her daily life, acting
as an online archive for her personal thoughts and writing. In one post from May 2014 she
writes, “I want to be the voice of all the fashion loving lesbians in Africa and the world as a

Phume publishes her writing and many photographs on the online platform Inkanysio’s, started by Muholi in
2006 with the idea that queer media is queer activism. Many of the participants in Faces and Phases blog on
Inkanysio. The platform’s goal is to “Produce. Educate. Disseminate information… to many audiences especially
those who are often marginalized or sensationalized by the mainstream media.” The website acts as an informal
online archive where videos, poetry, art, and articles are posted and shared to be accessed by anyone. To read more
about the platform and to read its most viewed articles see the “About” section at https://inkanyiso.org/about/.
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whole…People always evolve, things evolve so it is time fashion did too [to ‘expand their male
range to accommodate lesbians too’].”47 Her blog posts attest to a desire to change societal
attitudes through visibility and representation, as “designers can have a huge following as my
fellow lesbians love looking good like myself.” Phume’s portrait in Faces and Phases thus
continues in the same way that her existing entries on Inkanyiso do, further extending her visual
presence to assert the many ways in which lesbians identify and curate their own looks. She
emphasizes the role of the participant in their own depiction, Muholi does not stage the
photographs or provide costuming in the way that colonial photographers such as DugganCronin often did. Instead, Phume is indicative of the conscious role dress places in molding her
own self image both within the portrait as well as her everyday life recorded on Inkanyiso.

Contemporary South African Archives and their Limitations
Beginning under apartheid, South African photographers working within collectives such
as Afrapix and magazines such as Drum began using documentary photography to make the
racial disparities under the apartheid regime visible.48 In her account of the history of South
African photography Patricia Hayes insists that, “photography now could not have happened
without the documentary impetus of the 1980s.” 49 The interest in coopting the visual language
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“2014 May 18: Behind the beautiful face you see is a lesbian who is torn into a million pieces,” Ikanyiso, last
modified May 18, 2014, https://inkanyiso.org/2014/05/18/2014-may-18-behind-the-beautiful-face-you-see-is-alesbian-who-is-torn-into-a-million-pieces/.
48 Afrapix

was founded in 1982 by Omar Badsha with Paul Weinberg, Lesley Lawson, Cedric Nunn and Peter
Mackenzie. The photographers were involved with political, educational, and trade union work, which were the
progressive institutional spaces for photography. Forced removals, marches, meetings, rallies, and funerals were all
prominent themes and subjects in their photography. Santu Mofokeng, discussed later in this chapter, was also a
member of Afrapix.
Patricia Hayes, “Power, Secrecy, Proximity: A Short History of South African Photography,” Kronos No. 33
(November, 2007): 159.
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of the oppressor has a long history in South African visual culture, and is still very much a part of
the creation and distribution of media today. Interestingly, Hayes notes that the contemporary
use of documentary has taken on a particular meaning within the South African context, “partly
as a functional mechanism to distinguish between the apartheid then and the post-apartheid now.”
She goes on to claim that although it was relevant in the 1980s as a way to make the injustices of
the regime visible and thus real, that documentary photography can now be seen as limiting,
operating with more “personal, introspective, enigmatic, and intellectual” risks.50 While the
Afrapix generation faced physical risks for their documentation, today’s artists must navigate the
attitudes that were both created and distributed through the documentary photography of the past.
In today’s post apartheid South Africa, rather than a renewed interest in documentary
photography, there is a distinctive return to the archive as a place of knowledge that can be
reworked and adjusted to represent the current diversity of the so-called “rainbow nation.” The
Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action archive, which retains its former acronym GALA, is a center
for LGBTI culture and education in Africa, striving to produce, preserve, and distribute
information about the lives of the African LGBTI community. GALA represents the
convergence of archives and activism in its goal to use media as an outreach tool to reach rural
and semi-urban places that are especially important to engage with in order to combat entrenched
homophobia.51 GALA is particularly aware of the issue of language as a barrier of access or
inclusions to an archive. Many South African archives function only in English or Afrikaans,
historically creating problems where projects such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
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(TRC) was not equipped to deal with testimonies in other languages. This limited the
communities they could document in a country that has eleven official languages. Contemporary
archival programs are attempting to provide avenues and possibilities for the archiving of these
marginalized communities. GALA specifically works to establish new archival methods that will
expand the communities that are represented and the ways in which they are included; the
organization has incorporated a renewed focus on oral history because of the possibility of
reflecting the full diversity of the country and the most disenfranchised parts of the community it
serves.
In her essay, “Living by Fluidity,” Carolyn Hamilton discusses the necessity of new
modes of documenting oral traditions, “that is cognizant both of their fixed and their flexible
elements: the connections between the oral text and associated physical materials or sites, and
their contextual fluidities.”52 This recognition of the assortment of strategies and materials of
archival projects must be taken into account when looking at contemporary projects that extend
beyond the classic definition of an archive that existed during colonial regimes as a collection of
physical artifacts and documents. Continuing with the example of GALA, their strength as an
archive exists not only in a their collection of material items, but also in their events, programs,
and trainings. GALA’s programming efforts reflect an interest in the “contextual fluidities” that
Hamilton notes. Faces and Phases also focuses on this aspect. The physical photographs she
takes do not exist alone and must be examined in tandem with the narratives included in the
publication or with the performances that often accompany exhibitions of the series. Phume’s
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portrait, for example, is bolstered by her posts on Inkanyiso and her interactions with the world
of fashion even though they are not explicitly recorded as part of Faces and Phases.
Beyond GALA, the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg has established itself as
an institution that engages with creating archives that represent marginal communities. Santu
Mofokeng’s influential project The Black Photo Album/Look at Me (1890-1950), published in
2013, arose from a project with the university (Figure 7). The project focused on day to day life
in townships as a symbol of resistance rather than serving “as an agent of ‘struggle’ reportage”
that exploited the anti-apartheid struggle. 53, 54 His Black Photo Album project restores and
reattributes the names, identities, and biographies of the subjects of once-anonymous
commissioned photographs and portraits that have been relegated to dusty storage bins or
forgotten under beds. The undertaking goes against the collectivizing and anonymizing nature of
archives where individual narratives and stories are lost in favor of the communal record.
Specifically, the project turns to a distinct historical moment during which visual archives were
mobilized by the South African government to control the perceptions of black Africans.
Notably, this time period is roughly contemporaneous with Duggan-Cronin’s project. Thus
Mofokeng turns to a specific historical time when black bodies were depicted by Duggan-Cronin
and others, “in the same visual language as the flora and fauna, represented as if in their natural

Lauri Firstenberg, “Representing the Body Archivally in South African Photography.” Art Journal Vol. 61, No. 1
(Spring 2002): 58-67.
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“Struggle Photography” has a long history in South Africa and has been capitalized on in order to achieve political
ends and because of their marketable quality of photographs that follow a recognizable script even when it is violent.
Its goals of “prioritizing liberation over aesthetic conventions” are not at play in the photographs Mofokeng
mobilizes for The Black Photo Album where the subjects are invested in modes of aesthetic representation of
themselves as subjects. For more on struggle photography, see Darren Newbury, “Lest We Forget: Photography and
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Visual Communication Vol. 4, No. 3 (2005): 264.
54

!37

habitat of the collector of natural history.”55 He reassociates very human, cultured traits to the
subjects of the photographs through his relabeling, undermining the “language of flora and
fauna.” By turning to commissioned portraiture done in a Victorian style, Mofokeng thus
visualizes a new, or at least lesser known, and individualized account of an established history
that counters the dominant narrative.
His project led him around the townships where he interviewed family members and
acquaintances to uncover not only the names, but accounts of the lives of the subjects of the
photographs. He identifies Johannes Monkoe who played the violin, P.C. Mdebuka who
composed hymns, and Moeti and Lazarus Fume who were laborers, but were photographed in
their tennis whites, showing off their passion for sports.56 Mofokeng’s reassemblage and
reattribution of the photographs transforms them from what some critiques hail as evidence of
the “mental colonization” of assimilation into white European (here Victorian) culture, to
personal mementos. By re-ascribing the biographical information to the photographs and
therefore both metaphorically and physically returning them to a photo or family album,
Mofokeng reintroduces a level of intimacy into the photographs that was lost to the anonymous
prints. The intimacy of familial relations transforms them into personal proclamations of identity
and the struggle to assert oneself in a racially divided nation. In The Black Photo Album, the
personal is instilled with the significance of an archive, shifting the power away from state
control of record keeping and toward more subjective modes.

Santu Mofokeng, “The Black Photo Album / Look at Me: 1890-1950,” in Contemporary African Photography
from the Walther Collection: Events of the Self Portraiture and Social Identity, ed. Okwui Enwezor (Germany:
Steidl, 2010), 171.
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This focus on labeling and a dependence on biographical information that we see in
Mofokeng’s practice also functions in Muholi’s project where biography and narrative is
prioritized. While her photographs reference the ethnographic and colonial tropes, they also
extend beyond them and create new ideals. There is a distinct focus on self identification and
self representation at play in Faces and Phases that sets series apart from former visual archives
such as Duggan-Cronin’s or even Santu Mofokeng’s later revisionist work. While new strategies
of archiving are being developed and instituted in organizations such as GALA, in that they are
launching oral history initiatives and collecting many material and written objects, Muholi’s
work is one of few artistic pieces that incorporate these strategies. The portraits themselves, their
publication, and their exhibition in museum and gallery spaces signals a dramatic shift in the
ways in which identity is not only archived for safe keeping, but is consolidated to be projected
and distributed to the public.
Looking more closely at Muholi’s focus on self identification and representation, we see
it manifesting in a variety of ways within Faces and Phases. In the print version published by
Steidl in 2014, personal narratives are strewn throughout the book opposite of the authors’
portraits. They shed light on the women’s experience not only with the difficult situations they
face such as rape, domestic violence, and HIV related complications, but also on their personal
victories. These narratives take a variety of forms from free verse poetry to longer prose, but are
generally written in the first person and are always deeply intimate. They celebrate the women’s
relationships both romantic and familial, their communities, their jobs, and their goals,
expanding the notion of what it means to be South African and queer and banishing the idea that
to be gay is to be “un-African.”
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Muholi’s portrait of Andiswa Dlamini taken in 2014 in Braamfontein, Johannesburg is
typical of the series in its vertical format, and displays Dlamini in a shallow three quarter profile
view (Figure 8). She is dressed entirely in black, with her rumbled t-shirt tucked into jeans held
up by a conspicuous leather belt whose buckle catches the light. The faint wrinkles on her
forehead and lining her cheeks emphasize her slightly furrowed brow and faintly downturned
mouth. She tilts her head slightly so that she seems to looks up at the viewer. Her facial
expression and closed posture make her appear wary of the viewer. The vertical folds in the
fabric of the shirt and her crossed arms conceal any visible bust, refusing to play into the trope of
the bare-breasted African woman and simultaneously minimizing the conflation of breasts and
femininity or womanhood.57 Instead it is her arms that catch the light as they fold over the deep
black of her t-shirt, dominating the photograph and emphasizing her muscular arms. Neither
hand is visible —one is tucked under her arm and the other half hidden in the neckline of her
shirt— giving the viewer no accessible point through which to make contact or, more sinisterly,
to grab hold of her. Although the closed stance and charged stare serve to protect Dlamini from
the possibility of voyeurism or exploitation by the viewer, it also further isolates her within the
frame.
While this photo seems to block the viewer from any understanding of Dlamini aside
from what little one can glean or assume from the image, her inclusion in Faces and Phases
Muholi is meticulous about the composition of their photographs regarding the portrayal of gendered aspects of
the body such as breasts. They are quoted by Baderoon in “Gender within Gender” as saying, “When you shoot
trans man or when you shoot butch lesbians you have to be careful of the breast. So I have to be careful that a
person slightly gives me her should to divert from the actual image that will greet the viewer when they see it…You
don’t want to project the big bust of a butch lesbian, if she is not comfortable. It confirms and takes you back to
where you’ve been and you don’t want to be.” Not only is Muholi aware of the ways in which they as a
photographer run the risk of furthering visual tropes, but they also acknowledge that this is a concern to certain
individuals and not other. By including “if she is not comfortable” Muholi further separates breasts from gender by
allowing for butch lesbians to be proud of showing off their own body no matter what the societal connotations of it
may be.
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actually provides much more about her. Dlamini’s presence extends beyond the singular portrait.
A poem that she wrote, entitled “I used to be a lesbian,” is printed on the adjacent page.
Dlamini’s poetry, as well as the other women’s narratives in the book, makes extensive use of the
first person and details her own unique perspective and experience. 58 The repetition of “I” at the
beginning of lines emphasizes that Dlamini is not making claims about a universal experience.
The emphasis on determining one’s own labels and place within the community —and
consequently the archive itself— is fundamental to Muholi’s approach. Historically labels and
information included in archives have either been left out, leaving no signifiers to identify the
subjects, or written in anthropological or pseudoscientific ways that serve to other the subject. In
Muholi’s archive the titles of the photographs themselves, whether in the book or sold at a
commercial gallery, incorporate the women’s given names and often their nicknames, the
location of the photograph, and the year in which it was taken. In many cases, more biographical
and personal information is given in the accompanying prose about their jobs, families, and
hobbies, offering glimpses into the personal lives of some of the women.
Many of the narratives discuss the women’s desire to stay outside the confines of labels,
for example outside the dichotomy of butch vs. femme. Four participants self identify as butch
and one as femme, but many specifically state they resist identifying as either. Participant Lerato
Dumse writes, “I am careful not to attach an additional label: I am aware of how the butchfemme construct can be limiting and unfree, so I will not define myself within those confines”. 59
Acknowledging the way in which a categorical system is repressive, the project makes no
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attempt to homogenize or classify the participants. Three of the women’s narratives never even
mention being queer or lesbian, something that one would assume to be necessary to explicitly
state in order to be included. Instead they focus on other aspects of their lives and identities,
further undermining the idea that to be included in an archive one must be reduced to a singular
attribute. The overall shift away from the focus on labels within the LGBTI community such as
butch or femme is indicative of a broader movement to contextualize the terms in their societal
framework rather than conforming to binaries of gender expression that are societally enforced
and based on compulsory heterosexuality. Discussions on lesbians and butch-femme
identifications in South Africa often center on the violence the community faces: “not on
terminology and communities but on the gendered and sexualized perceptions of those who
target lesbians for violent attacks,” the conversation around the group is not focused on the
individual, but rather centered on the aggressor and their perception of the victim as often being
“too butch.”60 The conversations surrounding homophobic or transphobic violence focus on the
gendered reading of the women rather than their own fundamental humanity and right to live free
from violence. Muholi makes a dramatic turn here and focuses solely and intimately on the
members of the community and the affect of their identity on their bodies both physically and
mentally, allowing for them to outline the way in which they perceive their body to fit within
societally manufactured binaries.
In addition to the emphasis on choosing one’s own labels, Muholi’s project focuses on the
use of language in other ways. The personal narratives throughout the book are reflective of the
variety of women who wrote them. They take a variety of forms and are generally written in
60 Amanda
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colloquial language. The tone of the narratives is casual and written in a way as if it is a
community member reading them, a certain intimacy is assumed. The casual tone sometimes
manifests itself in entries that are written as if they are a diary entry, the most intimate and
personal of archives. Participant Pearl Mbali Zulu directly addresses the reader and gives them
advice as if the reader is also a community member, again assuming a level of intimacy and
understanding. Another participant, Penny Zoliswa Nkosi writes, “I wouldn’t say I’m butch, but
I think I am dyke … yeah, I think I’m a dyke.”61 With the addition of an ellipsis she seems to
pause in her writing to give herself a moment to establish how she wants to portray herself as to
the reader. She thinks she is a dyke, it is not written in stone, established for her, or read into her
portrait. The interaction between language and labeling is highlighted by the narratives,
underscoring the fabricated or subjective basis of this archival strategy. The inclusion of the
ellipsis shows the reader her process of coming to her own conclusion, it is as if we are talking
with her rather than reading a formal account of her identity. By allowing the participants to
write freely in this first person narrative format, Muholi side steps barriers related to language.
Multiple woman refer to location names in their original isiZulu names rather than the colonially
designated ones, reaffirming the ability to make their entry in whatever terminology fits them
best, and attempting to further remove language barriers.
Returning to Dlamini, her narrative continues these trends including the rebuttal of labels
when after detailing the night she was raped she writes, “I used to be lesbian / But in heaven God
said / We are not defined by titles / So now I live as a woman that loves …”. Her place in the
archive is self determined. Although Faces and Phases is a project about black lesbian
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visibility, Dlamini was given the authority of reclaiming and reassigning her own labels in a way
that fit her own unique experience. Tamar Garb writes that in their function as an archive,
Muholi’s photographs “create new taxonomies of difference to counter the specular orthodoxies
and clichés of previous image regimes.” 62 We see that operating here within the additional prose
as not only can Dlamini forgo labeling as Lerato Dumse did by remaining outside of the butch
femme dichotomy, but as Garb explains, she can create her own taxonomy and simply be “a
woman that loves.”
Muholi’s project thus continues this strategy of giving primacy to personal and
biographical information that artists such as Mofokeng are also utilizing, but on new and uneven
terms. While Mofokeng worked with historical photographs where the sitter had often already
passed away, the ongoing project of Faces and Phases allows for continuous reworking and self
identifying on the part of the participants, who all actively play a role in their inclusion and place
in the project. Muholi blurs the line between artist and subject, between archiver and archivable.
This turn to contemporary photographs allows for Muholi’s commentary on the nature of
archives specifically dealing with black subjects to be more comprehensive and forward
thinking. An exhibition shown at Stevenson Gallery in Johannesburg that marked the 10th
anniversary of Faces and Phases highlights the continuity and constant flux that sets Muholi’s
project apart. Many of the participants had two portraits hanging in the gallery, showing how
their own identities and self expression have changed over the course of the project, that they are
not static in the way the subjects of Mofokeng’s project will be remembered even if they have
been named. The photographs in Mofokeng’s book may be juxtaposed with the newly found
van der Vlies, “Queer knowledge and the politics of the gaze in contemporary South African photography:
Zanele Muholi and others,” 142.
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biographical information, but the identities of the subjects are totally lost without those few
sentences. By incorporating multiple photographs of the women in the series, Muholi allows for
a narrative to develop through visual means as we note differences in appearances over time.63

Interestingly, although many participants are including multiple times within the series, there are no examples of
participants including multiple written entries so no change can be noted through the included narratives over time.
More ongoing narrative projects by the participants can be found, however, on sites like Inkanyiso that Muholi
facilitates although they are not a part of the Faces and Phases series directly.
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Chapter 3: Queering the Grid
The display of the Faces and Phases portraits in a grid setup is unique to the series and
contributes to the subversive power of the work. The installation of the series at Wentrup Gallery
in Berlin demonstrates the overall effect of this typical hanging as it is compared to other series
(Figure 9). Faces and Phases is almost always displayed in this tight grid format, with the
individual photographs in thin white matting or frames and separated from each other by a matter
of inches. The black and white portraits are all the same size and generally are printed on 86.5 x
60.5 cm paper, so that together the prints can cover a significant amount of wall space. Often
there are three or four rows of portraits that extend up higher than the viewer’s line of sight,
forcing them to take a step back in order to take in all of the portraits at once or to even see the
top row at all. This means that the photographs extend up the wall significantly higher than the
typical eye-level hanging one is used to in a gallery space. In the Wentrup Gallery installation,
three photographs from the Beulahs series are hung opposite Faces and Phases. They are
individually framed and each given a significant amount of wall space.64 The viewer is
encouraged by the spacing to linger at each of the Beulahs photographs individually before
physically moving on to the next one, a much different experience from the Faces and Phases
grid where one is forced to stand at a distance in order to take it all in or to even see the
uppermost portraits. Faces and Phases’ display forces the viewer to make a choice between

“Zanele Muholi's Selected FACES & PHASES and Beulahs,” http://www.wentrupgallery.com/press/zanelemuholi-selected-facesphases-and-beulahs/. The series Beulahs provides an interesting curatorial juxtaposition to
Faces and Phases as the series also dialogs with colonial portraiture. The series depicts young men posed in a
scorched landscape clad erotically in plastic beads and combs that border on kitsch. The staging and posing of the
figures as well as their insistent gazes back out at the viewer also dialog with the visual tropes of colonial and
ethnographic photography and portraiture.
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examining a portrait individually or appreciating the group as a whole, between learning about
one woman or about the community.
As exemplified in the Wentrup Gallery installation, the grid format is unique to Faces
and Phases, Muholi’s other series follow more traditional hanging schemas. A reading of this
unique exhibition format using queer theory allows for a deeper understanding of the subversive
qualities of Muholi’s project as an archive that reimagines, and thus queers, the historically
institutionalized use of photographic archives by the South African state. Queer theory sets itself
up in opposition to dominant heterosexual, patriarchal, and race-blind narratives, allowing for a
more complex understanding of subjectivity by examining how minority perspectives and
narratives interact with and respond to the dominant ones. This subjectivity gets to the crux of
the representation style that Muholi hopes to further and to insert into the national narrative. In
the case of Faces and Phases, Muholi asserts their project in opposition to the national and
institutionalized archives established in South Africa, which, as discussed in Chapter 1, have
largely excluded or type casted the queer community. In contrast to the distanced state
sponsored archives, Muholi builds theirs upon a foundation of intimate personal relationships
and then floods it with personal narratives, creating an archive that is grounded in subjective
experience and is thus insistent on individual identity over the perception of a cohesive
community that is the goal of larger archival projects.
This emphasis on individuality and subjectivity seems to then be paradoxical to the
anonymity that the grid provides. The women are all rendered alone in their frames and
separated from each other, which seems antithetical to the intimacy that Muholi builds their
archive on and to her own self described fear of the solitude which “haunts” her. This tension
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between individual and community and between isolation and inclusion is at the pinnacle of
Muholi’s project and its exhibition strategy. The grid navigates this tension by allowing for
reinvention and for the ambiguity of identity. To return to the issue of labeling discussed in
Chapter 2, there are never individual labels for the photographs hung up along with the grid in
the way one might be used to seeing a wall label next to a piece of art in a museum.65 Although
the titles of the pieces reflect the detailed collection of information, this is not displayed for the
viewer in a gallery space.66 Without the labels in sight the women are not bound to whatever
category is imposed onto them and thus the multiplicity of identity that is inherent in each
portrait is allowed to flourish. While the viewer may be left uneasy without any information
with which to categorize or identify the participants, the participants are free from the oppression
of categorical identification. This unease gets at the essence of Muholi’s queering of the format
in that upends and reverses the expected experience of looking and understanding information
that is either given or safely assumed. It is generally assumed that knowledge stems from the
accumulation and sorting of data, so that those viewing the entirety of an archive will have more
information than any single subject within it. In Muholi’s archive, however, the participants hold
more knowledge than the viewers, a knowledge imbalance that is deliberately exploited.
Muholi’s approach centers on ideals of self representation and identification that run counter to
to the way in which archives have typically either neglected labels entirely or imbued then with a
pseudoscientific gaze as well as to the ways in which labels have traditionally functioned within
This lack of labeling is not as uncommon for the commercial gallery spaces in which Muholi’s works are often
shown, although one can argue that the checklist that is often circulated to be carried around the gallery by the
costumer functions in the same way as a wall label.
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institutionalized art spaces. The absence of detailed titles and labels directly next to the portraits
allows each of the women to portray and style themselves in the way they want to present to the
world. Muholi writes that the LGBTI community inhabits a world “that is obsessed with and
overdetermined by categories, labels and border, we are seen as transgressors who are placed in
isolation in order to be controlled.” 67 Muholi thus coopts this isolation in their use of the solitary
portraits, but while the grid detracts a level of individuality, the seclusion also allows space for
growth that would otherwise not be present when categorically bound by labels. The grid also
represents the limitations of this societally imposed isolation. The women may seem or feel
alone, but they are a part of the larger community shown through the grid whether they
intimately feel a part of it or not.
Furthermore, without labels the viewer is forced to make their own assumptions and
imagine what it is about each participant that links them to each other and to the larger project.
The lack of given information challenges the viewer to fill in the blanks and to examine the
photographs for clues about the women’s identities based on the viewer’s own preconceived
knowledge and inevitably their biases. In their essay, “Mapping our Histories: A Visual History
of Black Lesbians in Post Apartheid South Africa,” Muholi poses multiple questions to the
viewer:
…is this lesbian more authentic than that lesbian because one wears a tie and the other
not? Is this a man or a woman, or a transman? Can you identify a rape survivor by the
clothes she wears?
By not labeling the prints or arranging them categorically in any way, Muholi directly addresses
and exacerbates the unease that comes with not being able to clearly categorize someone when
Muholi, Zanele, “Ngibonile - I have seen…,” in Zanele Muholi: African Women Photographers, ed. Alberto Anaut
(Madrid: Casa África y La Fábrica, 2011), 47
67

!49

presented with them visually. While the women answer some of these questions in the
accompanying prose by identifying themselves as trans, butch, femme, or by detailing their own
experiences with sexual assault, none of this information is readily apparent from the grid
display in a gallery. A portrait of a trans man may be hung next to femme woman, and the
viewer must grapple with this apparent juxtaposition on their own without even necessarily
knowing that those categories and identities are operating. Returning to Sekula’s point discussed
in Chapter 2 about the desire to compare individuals against a group to establish identity, without
clear categories operating in Faces and Phases this task becomes increasingly difficult. It isn’t
clear which portraits to compare or if they are all to be compared against something else that is
unseen. Again, by leaning into the egalitarian format of the grid Muholi corners the viewer into
that feeling of unease because of the dissonance between what one expects to achieve by looking
at a visual archive and what Muholi provides.
By allowing the participants to dress and style themselves, Muholi highlights the
differing modes of expression that exist between members of the community such as those who
consider themselves butch or femme. This again is frustrating to the viewer who is faced with
bodies which do not adhere to the culturally codified gender binary. However, because it is
impossible to assume and classify whether any woman is butch or femme without the
accompanying narratives where they self-identify; the differences that appear to be visually
apparent are undermined by the lack of information given. There is no way to cement these
identities or to tie one specific instance of the expression of gender and sexuality to a larger
category. Any assumptions the viewer makes are ultimately useless to them while simply
viewing the photographs. The myriad of representations of lesbian women placed side by side in
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an egalitarian way represents the nuance of identity and “gestures to the impossibility of
effective containment,” as Pumla Gqola states in her article on Muholi’s work. I would add that
not only is containment impossible, but so is comparison. Within the egalitarian grid, neither
the artist or the viewer is able to prioritize any one expression of identity or deem it “more
authentic” than the other representations.
While I have established the benefit of operating outside the confines of traditional
museum labeling strategies where labels are placed directly next to the photographs, the question
of what the overarching theme of the archive is remains present; put simply, the question of what
dictates inclusion in the archive must still be asked regarding Muholi’s project. Taking a step
back to the broader context of archival projects, one way that holes in knowledge of the archived
subject manifest is through the use of broad categorization or classification. Historically
photographs of Africa and Africans are classified as broad types or events, signaling to the time
or place of the photograph, but not to the subjects or narratives. This results in a range of
photographs within an archive becoming indistinguishable and thus losing individual importance
in favor of supporting the broad claims of the archive. For example, in “Objects of Love and
Decay,” Liam Buckley describes photographs that simply fall under the category labeled as
“King’s Birthday Celebration” without further information about the subject matter of any
specific photograph.68 Muholi’s display of individuals together under the common subject of
“black African lesbians” or the “South African LGBTI community” seems to utilize this type of
generic reading that is often assumed when looking at colonial archives. By not making all the
information immediately apparent, Muholi seems to encourage an experience of viewing Faces
Liam Buckley, “Object of Love and Decay: Colonial Photographs in a Postcolonial Archive,” Cultural
Anthropology, Vol. 20, No. 2 (May 2005), 259.
68

!51

and Phases in a gallery that may be similar to observing the broad groupings of colonial or
ethnographic archival photography. However, as previously discussed, Muholi does
meticulously label and track their participants and their portraits, both through detailed titles and
in the accompanying prose whether it is written directly for inclusion in the series or on
platforms such as Inkanyiso. By utilizing exhibition strategies that create the illusion of a mass
of anonymous individuals and separating that from the information necessary to read them,
Muholi demonstrates the fundamental rift that occurs when interacting with an archive; while
institutions put forth information in their archival projects through labeling or groupings or
objects, this information is often baseless or inadequate to form thorough readings of the
artifacts. In the place of this, Muholi compiles extensive information about their participants, but
withholds it in the display of the series. Their critique is based on the tension between
assumptions and the information that has been documented, what can be seen and what is
known. Muholi’s use of an existing display strategy typically used by archives to conceal the
lack of information gathered about the subject can thus be read as a queering of archival display
practices because of the ways in which Muholi’s grid subverts and builds upon these tropes and
strategies.
A Project in Constant Flux
Not only can the use of a grid as a display strategy be looked at as a queering of
traditional museum or archival modes of information transmission, but the project repeatedly sets
itself up in opposition to itself: the project and its display as a grid is in constant flux. The
display thus represents a physical manifestation of series’ title, “phases,” through its periodic
metamorphoses. Not only does the title play on the insidious idea that queerness is simply a
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“phase” that one will outgrow, but it highlights the way in which identities change over time, a
fact emphasized by the changing nature of its own display.69,70 Each installation of the series
arranges the portraits in a new order, creating new relationships between the women and placing
the photographs at differing levels of literal visibility to the viewer. Not only does this state of
constant flux go against institutional archival projects that seek to cement the objects of the
archive into a cohesive narrative, but it goes against any attempt to do so within its own
narrative. The newly installed grid sets itself up in opposition to previous manifestations of itself
and therefore to any interpretations that one made about it, emphasizing the “phases” of
representation and expression. Not only are new connections made between the portraits by
moving the photographs around, but the inclusion of newly taken portraits —whether of subjects
already in the series or totally new participants— demonstrates the constantly changing nature of
the participants themselves. This gets to the root of queer identities as those that cannot be
statically portrayed as they are in constant flux, shifting to set themselves in opposition to
previously established norms. If a queer identity cannot be statically displayed, it follows that a
queer interpretation of an archive also cannot be, and thus Faces and Phases must always
establish itself counter to not only institutionalized archives, but to its own previously created
narratives and exhibition.
Another way that this flux is manifested is by leaving blank spots on the wall as
memorials to community members who have passed away. Through the empty spaces viewers
In “Mapping our Histories,” own page 27 Muholi writes, “Faces express the persons, and Phases signifies the
transition from one stage of sexuality or gender expression and experience to another. Faces is also about the face to
face confrontation between me as the photographer/activist and the many lesbians I interact with.”
69

This analysis of the duality of the use of “phases” is reminiscent of José Muñoz’s understanding of the word
“stage” within a queer context as both a place of performance of identity as well as the accusation of identity being,
“just a stage.”
70
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are visually forced to reconcile with the loss that is such a looming part of the community’s daily
lives (Figure 10). Not only are there spaces left blank as memorials to those who have been lost
to targeted violence, but some of the participants whose portraits are on view have already
passed away, creating various types of memorials within the same space. The blank spots further
allude to the lack of information surrounding the deaths of many in the queer community whose
police cases are often left open or unresolved due to a lack of interest and resources on the part
of the authorities. The spaces make the gaps in knowledge and records regarding the tragic
deaths of the community visible so that they cannot be glossed over or superficially filled with
images that focus exclusively on the living.
Multiple scholars such as Kylie Thomas and Nadine Lake have written about the
haunting nature of placing photos of the dead along side the living, alluding to the constant threat
of violence and death as a possibility for any of the participants. Important to Lake is how
Muholi not only mobilizes the conventions of memorial portrait photography, but queers the
perception of it:
Muholi’s photography exposes numerous myths surrounding African sexualities and her
ability to queer the conventions of memorial photograph and simultaneously queer the
viewer’s gaze has often been met with contempt and disbelief.71
It is not simply enough to use portraiture as a genre, its display must be changed to encourage a
new reading and understanding of the portrait as a memorial. It is through both the juxtaposition
of portraits of the living and dead and the blank spaces that Muholi is able to open up a space for
mourning. The ever-changing relationships created between the women as the grid changes for
each iteration undermines the portrait as a static form of memorial and instead makes it a

71

Nadine Lake, ”Black Lesbian Bodies." Africa Insight 44, no. 1 (2014): 80.
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communal memorial, indicating the possible fate of all the women involved. Even in death the
the participants are not solitary figures, they are given a place within the community whether
their face or biography was known. The community may be haunted by death as Thomas or
Lake suggest, but they are not haunted by solitude.

Isibonelo/Evidence as a Case Study
Muholi’s 2015 exhibition at the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the
Brooklyn Museum entitled Isibonelo/Evidence highlighted the various curatorial strategies that
are used for different series of their work, including the Faces and Phases grid. At this
exhibition, thirty portraits from Faces and Phases are shown along one of the walls; hung in
three rows of ten portraits, the photographs extend almost to the ground (Figure 11). There is an
additional wall installed towards the end of the gallery that is made up entirely of a large
blackboard onto which the anonymous testimonies of rape and sexual assault are handwritten in
white chalk.72 The testimonies are haunting to read, and although each betrays the authors hand
through shifts in perspective, tone, and handwriting, it is impossible to assign any narrative to a
certain author or portrait hung across the room. Across from the blackboard, another layer of
information is brought into the gallery through a timeline detailing the most gruesome hate
crimes committed against black lesbians in South Africa since 2009. The use of this format here
to convey such nuanced and traumatic experiences is interesting, as any timeline is inherently
Neelika Jayawardane, “Zanele Muholi’s visual activism ‘Isibonelo/Evidence’ at the Brooklyn Museum,” Africa is
a Country, October 6, 2015, http://africasacountry.com/2015/10/zanele-muholis-visual-activism-isiboneloevidenceat-the-brooklyn-museum/. One of the testimonies on the blackboard reads, “How are you getting satisfied with a
finger and tongue? You need a penis.” Another describes the authors rape, “THE COACH SAID HE DOESN’T
LIKE ME AS A LESBIAN AND HE WANTS ME AS HIS WIFE SO THAT I CAN STOP BEING A LESBIAN.
WHEN I SAID ‘NO’ AND TRIED TO LEAVE, HE BEAT ME WITH A STRAIGHTENED CLOTHES HANGER.
THEN HE RAPED ME MANY TIMES, ALL NIGHT.”
72
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reductive in that it choses which information to include and foreground. The structure of points
along a line artificially separates the events and gestures to the gaps in information that occur
between each seemingly isolated event. Like the blank spots left on the walls amongst the
portraits to commemorate the dead, the blank sections of the timeline open up the possibility of
further acknowledgment of events that extend beyond what is presented. This tension thus
furthers the overall rift between what is presented and what information is really available that is
begun through the lack of labeling, as one could research and find more instances or testimonies
that could be included in the timeline or the blackboard.
This play between anonymity and identification, between the group and the individual,
between information and ignorance, is not as present in the other galleries of the same exhibition
in which other works by Muholi such as the Weddings series and video Being Scene are
displayed. In another gallery, the wedding video of Amanda Magoloza and Nhlanhla Moremi is
played on repeat. In addition to the ceremony, the video features singing, dancing, interviews of
the bridesmaids in their pastel pink dresses, and the cries of celebration that ring out when the
pastor declares the couple wedded. 73 Although some of the audio is in isiZulu which limits
access by the mostly western audience at the Brooklyn Museum, the video provides the viewer
all the information regarding the subjects that is necessary to understand its context.74 The date
of the ceremony and the names of the couple are given as they would be for official record, and
before any person speaks directly to the camera they often introduce themselves. Unlike with the
“2013 Nov 09 Ayanda Magoloza and Nhlanhla Moremi Wedding,” YouTube Video, 11:50, personal video, posted
by Inkanyiso Productions, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SqDsEChblrI.
73

The use of isiZulu in the video clip highlights an essential issue that plagues archival projects in countries like
South Africa that have so many languages used within the country. By not including English subtitles, the video
does impede access to all the information on the part of the typical English speaking visitor to the Brooklyn
Museum. However, in South Africa, the use of English and Afrikaans as the official archival languages for projects
such as the Truth and Reconciliation Act has limited the communities that can be included in these projects.
74
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women of Faces and Phases the viewer is given immediate access to the women in the video
through the incorporation of these signifiers, even if they cannot understand the isiZulu.
The grid is unique in its subversion of traditional archival practices, and is a necessary
part of Muholi’s larger critique on national and institutional memory and identity. The grid in
which Faces and Phases is always displayed allows for a level of personal freedom of
identification with its malleable format and space to leave sections blank as the community
fluctuates, grows, and ultimately also deals with loss. The tension between apparent lack of
information and the wealth of available information in the present age, especially the information
on platforms that Muholi themself has created, fuels the exhibition of Faces and Phases. The
women are at once alone and anonymous, but the project also encompasses a whole host of other
narrative strategies that give voices and names to the women.
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Conclusion
As a series Faces and Phases relies on intimate relationships to destabilize the traditional
disconnect between photographer and subject within the genre of portraiture. The artist’s
insistence on referring to the individuals they work with as participants rather than subjects
testifies to this primacy. Muholi’s move towards intimate participation with the people they
photograph marks a deliberate turn away from not only classic methods of photography, but the
broader structure of archival projects as well. When speaking with Remi Onabanjo about the
archival potential of Faces and Phases, Muholi said:
We can’t blame others for our failures anymore, and if we do not understand, we need to
make sure that we ask questions. So we are producing an archive, we are not collecting
for the archive, and I’m stressing the need for togetherness.75
This stress on the “need for togetherness” gets the the heart of Muholi’s project and to its
beginnings in the artist’s own fear of solitude. Whereas historically the colonial and apartheid
regimes in South Africa have dictated the terms in which the LGBTI community is documented
and thus made visible, Faces and Phases creates an alternative repository of information.
Collecting implies the accumulation of already available information, therefore to collect for an
archive would not be enough to upend and fight back against the enduring legacy of these
regimes. Because the LGBTI community has historically either been pushed aside as invisible,
or have been made hypervisible as manifestations of dangerous deviance, no traditional
collection of materials would be able to comprehensively capture the diversity of the community
as it is currently represented; an archive built upon the collection of information already in

Remi Onabanjo, “Zanele Muholi on her life’s work archiving black South African lesbian, gay, and trans people,”
Africa is a country, October 23, 2015, https://africasacountry.com/2015/10/an-interview-with-zanele-muholi-on-herlifes-work-an-archive-of-black-south-african-lesbian-gay-and-trans-people/.
75
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circulation would simply result in the perpetuation of the homophobic and racist attitudes that
Faces and Phases tries to make visible and upend. Instead it is necessary that Muholi and their
participants produce an archive, that they control the power of who and what can be seen. While
Ashley Currier says that to be in a position to see is to be powerful, and to be seen puts one at
risk of inferiority, Faces and Phases attempts to occupy both positions. The participants are at
once the producers of the image and the subject of the gaze. The women make themselves
available to be seen, but are in at least partial control of their visibility. Their own authority over
the circulated images signals a shift in the nature of modes of representation and distribution of
information on which the regimes of power that Muholi pushes against and founded. While
Faces and Phases does expand the methods of archiving through insertion of biographical
information among other strategies, the main power of the series does not come from questioning
the methodology of archiving, but rather from calling into question the authorship of archives
and thus the social context of their production.
The role of the author or producer of an archive and that person or group’s relationship to
the archived subject is problematized by the intimacy embedded in Faces and Phases. The first
person narratives, close friendships, and individualized portraits are all manifestations of the
intimacy integral to Muholi’s project. The tension between the apparent isolation of portraiture
as a genre and its historical association with colonial and ethnographic projects and Muholi’s
own fear of solitude and need for intimacy in their work sets their work apart from other South
African artists engaging with reimagining archival projects such as Santu Mofokeng. The
privilege that Muholi gives to self representation and intimate story sharing within their project
subverts the isolation of the genre and methodology in order to achieve their goal of,
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“[articulating] the collective pain [black lesbians] as a community experience” that the artist
notes as their objective in the introduction to Faces and Phases. This focus on self
representation and identification made possible by the intimate relationship between artist and
subject manifests itself not only in the content of their archive, but also in the display and
distribution strategies associated with the series.
The use of a grid continues Muholi’s subtle subversion of archival protocols. Through its
hanging, Faces and Phases coopts traditional archival hanging techniques of presenting a mass
of information in order to allow space for each portrait to act in a multiplicity of ways as it
interacts with different portraits within the grid setup itself. The hanging and its constantly
shifting iterations heighten the tension between assumed information and what is recorded,
furthering the rift that is already present in the series through Muholi’s insertion of more
biographical information into a traditionally sparse archive. In addition to the grid, disregard of
traditional museum or gallery labeling strategies further allows for the women to operate outside
the boundaries of categories. These choices prioritize the portrayal of the participants over ease
of viewing, subverting the expectations of viewing archival information. This again represents a
shift in the social engagement of archival projects, calling into question who produces and
distributes knowledge and their relationship to the viewer.
Although display strategies such as wall hanging and labeling have been discussed, this
paper has skirted around the role of museum studies within an analysis of Muholi’s work and its
display. As a black queer artist inserting their work into institutionalized spaces, a discussion of
Muholi’s work should also include larger questions of representation in museums and galleries.
Muholi’s work is embedded in the politics of representation operating within these larger cultural
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institutions, however, this paper does not critically engage with the mechanisms that lead to
Muholi’s inclusion and role in these spaces. Particularly important to my argument would be a
more thorough understanding of the relationship between the curatorial staff of the institutions
and the artist themself. Specifically, it would be pertinent to discuss the curatorial decisions
behind the installation of Faces and Phases; knowing whether it is the curator or Muholi
themself who choses the layout of the grid —meaning which portrait goes next to which—
would alter the discussion of the subversive quality of the grid in Chapter 3 in that it would call
into question the relationships generated between the various portraits as well as the format’s
egalitarian qualities. Although I reached out to curators at the Brooklyn Museum where
Isibonelo/Evidence was held, as well as Stevenson Gallery, which represents the artist, with
questions regarding this, I did not receive any answers in the timeline of this project.
While Faces and Phases is limited in its goal of the radical upheaval of regimes of visual
representation by the audiences it is able to reach, it succeeds in problematizing the role of
archives as producers of state sanctioned or mainstream narratives. By coopting traditional
methodologies of portraiture and archival practice, Muholi makes visible the ways in which the
colonial and apartheid regimes have left the LGBTI community marginalized and without a
voice in their own representation. To work toward their goal of communal representation,
Muholi’s solitary portraits attempt to find a way to unite individuals who are inherently alone in
their experience because of the isolating affects of deeply rooted homophobia. Through the grid
format and its accompanying upheaval of the relationships between artist and subject and
between viewer and producer, Muholi is able to expand the definition of archives to fit the
unique experience of their community. The artist and the people they photograph may always be
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haunted by solitude, but I argue that the project’s turn inwards towards the self cannot be looked
at as isolating. Muholi writes, “We can’t blame others for our failures anymore, and if we do not
understand, we need to make sure we ask questions.”76 The turn to introspection, self
identification, self questioning, and the intimacy of one’s own community gives power to
Muholi’s project. As a producer of knowledge itself Faces and Phases upends mainstream
representation of the LGBTI community, queering the dominant archival projects in order to
accommodate their own unique experiences. However, Faces and Phases must continue asking
questions, must continue setting itself in opposition to dominant narratives, even as it creates
them. The grid must keep shifting for the project to succeed in fully mapping the community, as
the community itself is in constant flux.
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Onabanjo, “Zanele Muholi on her life’s work archiving black South African lesbian, gay, and trans people.”
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Figures
Figure 1.
Zanele Muholi, Busi Sigasa, Braamfontein, Johannesburg, 2006, 2006 silver gelatin print

Figure 2.

Muholi and their team at thePerforma 17 event at the Bronx Academy of Art and Dance (BAAD),
“Masihambisane- On Visual Activism”

Figure 3.

Celebration at Cape Town Pride 2014, image from Mamba Online
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Figure 4.

Jean Brundrit, Reclaiming Cape Town, 2001-04

Figure 5.

Jean Brundrit, Does my lifestyle depress your mother?, 1998
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Figure 6.

A.M. Duggan-Cronin, Venda young woman

Figure 7.
Zanele Muholi, Lebo Leptie Phume, Daveyton, Johannesburg, 2013, 2013
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Figure 8.
Santu Mofokeng, spread from The Black Photo Album / Look at Me (1890-1950), 2013

Figure 9.

Zanele Muholi, Andiswa Dlamini Braamfontein Johhanesburg 2014, 2014
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Figure 10.
Installation view of Faces and Phases at Wentrup Gallery, Berlin, 2014

Figure 11.
Installation view of Faces and Phases at Stevenson Gallery, Johannesburg
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Figure 12.

Installation shot of Faces and Phases in the exhibition entitled Isibonelo/Evidence at the Elizabeth A.
Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum, 2015
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Appendix 1.
“I used to be a lesbian,” Andiswa Dlamini, 2013
I used to be lesbian
Let me explain
I use to look at girls in a particular way
Where I could imagine her in the conclusion of each page
Man, I loved women
I used to tease them,
taste them,
feel them,
love them,
fuck them…
I liked all the different shapes of a woman
See, I used to be lesbian
Walk the streets and get defeated by his construction of living life
I used to listen to his thoughts
So I know that every time I walk by
His already undressed me,
and I’d get home and question what he sees
I used to be lesbian
In fact my first heart break was with a woman
And I didn’t know how to handle it so
I became a heart breaker
just so that I could see how others were dealing with the intensity you feel when you’ve lost the love
you thought was the one
Until I found another kind of love
So intense I was afraid to hold her
because I knew I’d be singing songs of eternity
I used to be lesbian
Until one night that tragedy happened to me
And I never saw it coming
I was pinned to the floor
Forced to kiss the ground
it was him…him ontop of me
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I was gasping to scream
But his dick couldn’t let me
He was whispering his imaginary scriptures to me
I used to be lesbian
until I looked into his eyes
And saw a beast a site that could never be God’s creation…
this was the work of satan
My cry was his motivational speech
So I laid there in silence
To withstand the violence
And my soul had already left me
I used to be lesbian
But when he left me
I cuddled a big rock
Mother nature was the nearest woman
I could find warmth in
I used to be lesbian
but now my final words
Are on a tomb stone
Because he showed me the power of a man
And I could never love that
So I killed myself because
I knew that I could never stand corrected
It wasn’t one of Shakespeare’s tragedies
This was no love story
I used to be lesbian
But in heaven God said
We are not defined by titles
So now I live as a woman that loves…
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“Remember me when I’m gone,” Busi Sigasa
For I…
Wrote stories for the nations to read
Stood without fear and told my story
I smiled and greeted without judging
I influenced positive living to the sick
I planted seeds of hope to the hopeless
I groomed and grew
the younger ones whose parents died
I created artistic designs with my hands
I crafted and drew beautiful pictures
I installed education
I reasoned to some
I represented the minority to the majority
I made nations aware
I wronged some and made some happy
I survived against odds
I swallowed my medication even as hard as it was sometimes
I did so to remain strong and true
I lived my life regardless of my status
I fought for women to be taken into serious consideration
by our government
I wrote and said ‘my’ spoken word
I fought and showed many that there’s nothing wrong with being diabetic, epileptic, and HIV
I represented many of the HIV infected lesbian sisters
I told the truth never mind the judgments
I lived and I’m still living
I loved and prayed to my GOD
I prayed without hesitation, for
I believe/d
I was a big sister to my younger sisters
I listened to my mother’s teachings
I became friends with father
I’D DIE FOR MY FAMILY,
I LOVED THEM SO!
I captured moments with my camera
I brought forth what was unseen to the nations
through the power of image, pen and paper
I struggled to make it live
I was taken for a ride by some whom
I thought were friends
I showed my rapist how strong I was
regardless that he poisoned my blood with his HIV
I believed and prayed
I stood low and respected all regardless of their age,
colour and size
I say along with others
I had unique voice
I had a message to deliver and a vision to see
I tried,
I fell and I never succeeded sometimes
I was patient while to some
I was strange
I was loved by some and was hated by some,
STILL I did my thing
I loved and appreciated beautiful women
I loved them more than life itself
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Some would say…
I am full of shit!
but spiritually I was full
I was fed with GOD’s glory that’s why I praised HIM
I praised HIM more than I praised friends
I am my mother’s daughter
I made history and marked historical books of this world
so … REMEMBER ME WHEN I’M GONE!
FOR … without no doubt
I am in peace with my maker and creator.

Lerato Dumse
I identify as a woman, but as far as sexuality is concerned I am a lesbian. Therefore I am a lesbian woman.
I am careful not to attach an additional label: I am aware of how the butch-femme construct can be limiting and
unfree, so I will not define myself within those confines.
I am someone who is interested in engaging with people and learning from others. I work for a community
newspaper and was with Inkanyiso before that. I studied journalism at Tswane University of Technology. It has
been an amazing path given my passion for writing. I am hoping to make it big in the art of journalism— I see
myself excelling in this field. I particularly enjoy community reporting. This is because I feel a lot of stories can be
shared in our communities and this can help us understand the very communities in which we live. So I am
passionate about knowledge and sharing it through media and communications. The reality of hate crimes is a very
emotional area for me as much as it is political. I wish people could understand that this violence shouldn’t be
happening. Although there is a lot of queer visibility in my community (KwaThema, where I stay with my siblings
and my single mother), there has been a lot of reporting of hate crimes in neighboring townships so I don’t think one
can ever be completely safe.
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